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ADAPTIVE COLLAPSIBLE STEERING
COLUMN

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Technical Field

The present invention relates to an energy absorbing
device for a collapsible steering column in which the resis-
tance to collapsing can be varied.

2. Description of the Prior Art

U.S. Pat. No. 4,886,295 describes a vehicle occupant
protection system 1ncluding a collapsible steering column.
An energy absorber 1s located between two relatively mov-
able sections of the steering column. The energy absorber
includes an inflatable bag. The vehicle has electric circuitry,
including sensors for sensing vehicle and occupant
conditions, that controls the state of inflation of the inflatable
bag to vary the energy absorbing capacity of the steering,
column.

It 1s known to use electrorheological fluid in an energy
absorber for an engine mount or another structure having
two relatively movable parts. Typical structures incorporat-
ing such a fluid are disclosed 1n U.S. Pat. Nos. 5,176,368 and
5,655,757, Varying the strength of an energy field acting on
the fluid can vary the apparent viscosity of the fluid, thus
controlling the energy absorption characteristics of the struc-
tures.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention 1s an apparatus for supporting a
steering wheel of a vehicle. The apparatus comprises a first
steering column part, a second steering column part, and
supporting structure supporting the first steering column part
and the vehicle steering wheel for movement relative to the
second steering column part. An energy absorbing device 1s
interposed between the first steering column part and the
second steering column part for resisting movement of the
first part relative to the second part. The energy absorbing
device comprises a fluid having a viscosity which varies 1n
response to an energy field acting on the fluid. The energy
absorbing device also comprises at least one orifice through
which the fluid flows upon movement of the first part
relative to the second part. The energy absorbing device
further comprises means for varying the viscosity of the
fluid to vary the rate of flow of the fluid through the at least
one orilice and thereby to vary the resistance to movement
of the first steering column part relative to the second
steering column part.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Further features of the present invention will become
apparent to those skilled in the art to which the present
invention relates from reading the following specification
with reference to the accompanying drawings, 1n which:

FIG. 1 1s a schematic illustration of an apparatus including,
an energy absorbing device constructed 1n accordance with
a first embodiment of the present invention; and

FIG. 2 1s a schematic 1llustration of an apparatus including
an energy absorbing device constructed 1n accordance with
as second embodiment of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS
OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to an energy absorbing
device for a collapsible steering column in which the resis-
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tance to collapsing under load can be varied. As represen-
tative of the present invention, FIG. 1 1llustrates schemati-
cally a portion of a vehicle 10 that includes a steering
column 12. The steering column 12 1s a collapsible steering
column that incorporates an energy absorbing device 20 in
accordance with the mvention.

The vehicle 10 includes a steering wheel 22 for effecting,
directional control of the vehicle. An air bag module 24 is
mounted on the steering wheel 22. The air bag module 24
includes an air bag 26 and an inflator 28 within a cover 30.

The cover 30 1s adapted to open easily upon inilation of the
air bag 26.

The steering wheel 22 1s supported on the steering column
12 of the vehicle 10. The steering column 12 includes a first
steering column part 32 that 1s movable relative to a second
steering column part 34 along an axis 36 of the steering
column.

The first steering column part 32 includes a cylindrical
shaft 40 centered on the axis 36. The steering wheel 22 1s
supported on the shaft 40 for rotation with the shaft. The
second steering column part 34, only a portion of which is
shown, 18 fixed to the wvehicle structure. One or more
bearings, and/or other structure, indicated schematically at
46, support the first steering column part 32 for movement
relative to the second steering column part 34.

The shaft 40 rotates upon rotation of the steering wheel
22. The steering system of the vehicle 10 1s a “drive by wire”
clectric steering system. Thus, the vehicle 10 includes elec-
tric circuitry indicated schematically at 44, such as a position
sensor assoclated with the first steering column part 32, for
cffecting steering movement of the vehicle through an
clectric steer system indicated schematically at 46.

The energy absorbing device 20 1s interposed between the
first steering column part 32 and the second steering column
part 34. The energy absorbing device 20 helps to control
movement of the first steering column part 32 relative to the
second steering column part 34 in a direction along the axis

36.

The energy absorbing device 20 includes a quantity of
fluid 50. The fluid 50 1s a tluid of which the viscosity can be
varied by applying an energy field to the fluid. The fluid 50
1s preferably a magneto-rheological fluid, the viscosity of
which can be varied by controlling the strength of a mag-
netic field applied to the fluid. The fluid 50 can, alternatively,
be an electrorheological fluid, the viscosity of which can be

varied by controlling the strength of an electric field applied
to the fluid.

The fluid 50 1s contained 1n a fluid cylinder 52 fixed to the
second part 34 of the steering column 12. The fluid cylinder
52 1s enclosed 1 the second part 34 of the steering column
12 and 1s centered on the axis 36.

The energy absorbing device 20 also includes a coil 54
that has a plurality of windings 56. The windings 56 extend
around the fluid cylinder 52. The windings 56, when ener-
o1zed by an electric current over lead wires 58, generate a
magnetic field which extends through and acts on the fluid
S50. The lead wires 58 are connected to a controller 60, such
as a microprocessor, described below 1n more detail.

A piston 70 1s located 1n the cylinder 52. The piston 70 1s
fixed on the end of the shaft 40 opposite the steering wheel
22. The piston 70 1s slidable 1n the cylinder 52 and divides
the cylinder into an upper portion 72 and a lower portion 74.
A plurality of openings 1n the form of orifices 76 are formed
in the piston 70. The orifices 76 establish fluid communi-
cation through the piston 70 between the upper cylinder
portion 72 and the lower cylinder portion 74.
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The tluid 50 resists axial sliding movement of the piston
70 1n the cylinder 52. If the viscosity of the fluid 50 1s low
enough, the fluid 1n the cylinder 52 can flow through the
orifices 76 1n the piston 70, to enable the piston to move
axially in the cylinder through the body of fluid. If the
viscosity of the fluid 50 1s high enough, the fluid 1n the
cylinder 52 can not tlow through the orifices 76 in the piston
70, thereby blocking sliding movement of the piston in the
cylinder. Varying the viscosity of the fluid 50 thus varies the
rate of flow of the fluid through the orifices 76 1n the piston
70, thereby varying the resistance to movement of the
piston, and the first steering column part 32, relative to the
second steering column part 34.

The vehicle 10 includes one or more occupant condition
sensors 1ndicated schematically at 80. The occupant condi-
tion sensors 80 may be any of several known types. The
occupant condition sensors 80 are operative to sense the
position of the driver relative to the steering wheel 22, or the
size or weight of the driver, and to provide an appropriate
output signal over lead wires 82.

The vehicle 10 also includes one or more vehicle condi-
tion sensors 84. The vehicle condition sensors 84 may be any
of several known types. For example, one of the vehicle
condition sensors 84 may be a deceleration sensor such as a
mechanical 1inertia switch or an electrical accelerometer. The
vehicle condition sensors 84 provide an appropriate output
signal over lead wires 86. The controller 60 1s operatively
connected by the lead wires 82 and 86 to the occupant
condition sensors 80 and to the vehicle condition sensors 84.

The controller 60 1s also electrically connected to the air
bag inflator 28. The controller 60 incorporates one of several
crash algorithms known in the art for discriminating
between deployment and non-deployment crash conditions
and, 1n response, determining whether to deploy the air bag
26. In the event of a crash condition involving sudden
vehicle deceleration or other event for which protection of
the vehicle occupant may be desired, the sensors 80 and 84
provide appropriate output signals that are iputs to the
controller 60. The controller 60 compares the outputs of the
sensors 80 and 84 with outputs found 1n a look-up table, for
example. Depending on the outcome of this comparison, the
controller 60 determines whether or not to actuate the
inflator 28 and deploy the air bag 26.

The controller 60 also controls the operation of the energy
absorbing device 20 1n response to the outputs of the vehicle
condition sensors 84 and the occupant condition sensors 80.
Control of the energy absorbing device 20 may be respon-
sive to the vehicle crash severity as sensed by the vehicle
condition sensors 84. It may also be responsive to the size,
welght, and/or position of the driver, or to any other factor
which may be useful in determining how much resistance
the steering column 12 should offer under load.

The controller 60 normally energizes the coil 54 so as to
keep the viscosity of the fluid 50 high. The high viscosity of
the fluid 50 resists flow of the fluid through the orifices 76
in the piston 70. This resistance to tlow prevents the piston
70 from moving 1n the cylinder 52, and thus prevents the first
steering column part 32 from moving axially relative to the
second steering column part 34.

In the event of a crash condition mvolving sudden vehicle
deceleration, or other event for which protection of the
vehicle occupant may be desired, the sensors 80 and 84
provide appropriate output signals. The output signals are
inputs to the controller 60 for the purpose of adjusting the
viscosity of the fluid 50. The controller 60 determines, on the
basis of these output signals, whether the preset viscosity of
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the fluid 50 1s appropriate for the sensed vehicle conditions
and occupant conditions. The controller 60 compares the
outputs of the sensors 80 and 84 with outputs found 1n a
look-up table, for example. Depending on the outcome of
this comparison, the controller 60 determines whether or not
to adjust the preset viscosity of the fluid 50.

In most, 1f not all, crash conditions, it 1s desirable that the
steering column 12 be collapsible under driver load. It 1s also
desirable that as much as possible of the stroke of the
steering column 12 be used to absorb the kinetic energy of
the driver. Thus, the controller 60 preferably adjusts the
viscosity of the fluid 50 to meet this goal.

For example, 1n the event of a sensed crash condition of
relatively low severity, the driver will have a relatively low
amount of kinetic energy to be absorbed by the energy
absorbing device 20. Theretore, the steering column 12 can
resist 1n a relatively weak manner the driver’s forward
movement, and still absorb most or all of the kinetic energy
of the driver. To achieve this result, the controller 60 can
cause the strength of the magnetic field generated by the coil
54 to be decreased substantially. This decrease in the mag-
netic field strength lowers the viscosity of the fluid S0
substantially, and thus decreases substantially the resistance
to collapsing of the steering column 12 under load applied
by the driver’s body.

Alternatively, 1n the event of a sensed crash condition of
relatively high severity, the driver will have a relatively large
amount of kinetic energy to be absorbed by the energy
absorbing device 20. Therefore, the steering column 12
needs to resist 1n a relatively strong manner the driver’s
forward movement, 1n order to absorb most or all of the
kinetic energy of the driver during the stroke of the steering
column. To achieve this result, the controller 60 can cause
the strength of the magnetic field generated by the coil 54 to
be decreased by a relatively small amount. This relatively
small decrease 1n the magnetic field strength causes the fluid
50 to decrease 1n viscosity by a relatively small amount, and
thus decreases by only a small amount the resistance to
collapsing of the steering column 12 under load applied by
the driver’s body. The steering column 12 collapses but does
so with a relatively strong resistance, thus absorbing more
kinetic energy of the driver.

As another example, the controller 60 determines at the
onset of the crash event whether to change the preset
condition of the fluid 50 on the basis of sensed occupant
conditions. For example, if the driver is relatively close to
the steering wheel 22 at the onset of the crash event, the
controller 60 can 1n response decrease the strength of the
magnetic field generated by the coil 54. This causes the fluid
50 to decrease 1n viscosity, making it easier for the piston 70
to move axially through the fluid 50 1n the cylinder 52. This
decreases the resistance to collapsing of the steering column
12 under driver load. Similarly, if the occupant condition
sensors 80 indicate that the driver 1s relatively far from the
steering wheel 22 at the onset of the crash condition, then the
controller 60 can increase the strength of the magnetic field
cgenerated by the coil 54. The increased magnetic field will
increase the resistance to collapsing of the steering column
12 under driver load.

Vehicle and occupant conditions can change during the
duration of a crash event 1n ways that would make 1t
desirable to change the energy absorbing capacity of the
energy absorbing device 20. The present invention 1s advan-
tageous 1n that the viscosity of the fluid 50 can be changed
within a very short period of time, for example, 1n a few
milliseconds. The sensors 80 and 84 and the controller 60 are



US 6,279,952 Bl

S

operative to sense changing conditions during the crash
event and adjust the viscosity of the fluid 50 accordingly
during the crash event. As a result, the resistance to collaps-
ing of the steering column 12 can be varied during the
duration of the crash event, instead of just once at the onset
of the crash event, to adjust the protection being provided to
the driver. In addition, the viscosity of the fluid 50 can be
controlled during the crash event to provide a desired “ride
down” characteristic.

FIG. 2 1llustrates schematically a portion of a vehicle 10a
that includes a steering column 12a. The steering column
12a 1s a collapsible steering column that incorporates an
energy absorbing device 20a 1n accordance with the 1nven-
tion. The steering column 124 1s similar 1n construction to
the steering column 12 (FIG. 1), so parts that are the same
or similar are given the same reference numerals with the
suffix “a” attached.

The vehicle 10a does not have a drive by wire steering
system. The shaft 40a thus extends completely through the
fluid cylinder 524 and has a projecting portion (shown
partially at 41) for transmitting steering torque to the steer-
ing system of the vehicle 10a. As a result, a portion of the
shaft 40a 1s located 1n and extends through the lower fluid
chamber portion 74a. The functioning of the energy
absorber S0a 1s otherwise similar to that of the energy
a

bsorber 50 (FIG. 1).

From the above description of the mvention, those skilled
in the art will perceive improvements, changes and modi-
fications 1n the mvention. For example, 1f the fluid used 1s an
electrorheological fluid, then its viscosity 1s varied by vary-
ing an electrical field acting on the fluid, rather than a
magnetic field. Such improvements, changes and modifica-
tions within the skill of the art are intended to be covered by
the appended claims.

Having described the invention, we claim:

1. An apparatus for supporting a steering wheel of a
vehicle, said apparatus comprising:

a first steering column part;
a second steering column part;

supporting structure supporting said first steering column
part and the vehicle steering wheel for movement
relative to said second steering column part; and

an energy absorbing device interposed between said first

steering column part and said second steering column

part for resisting movement of said first steering col-

umn part relative to said second steering column part,

said energy absorbing device comprising:

a fluid having a viscosity which varies in response to an
energy lield acting on said fluid;

at least one orifice through which said fluid flows upon
movement of said first steering column part relative
to said second steering column part; and

means for varying the viscosity of said fluid to vary the
rate of tlow of said fluid through said at least one
orifice and thereby to vary the resistance to move-
ment of said first steering column part relative to said
second steering column part.

2. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 1 wherein said means
for varying the viscosity of said fluid comprises a device for
generating a magnetic field acting on said fluid, and wherein
said fluid 1s an magneto-rheological fluid whose viscosity
varies 1n response to a change in said magnetic field acting,
on said fluid.

3. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 2 wherein said means
for varying the viscosity of said fluid further comprises at
least one occupant condition sensor operative to sense an
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occupant condition and to provide a first output signal, and
a controller for recerving said first output signal and for in
response controlling said magnetic field to control the resis-
tance to movement of said first steering column part relative
to said second steering column part.

4. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 2 wherein said device
for generating a magnetic field comprises a coil extending
around said fluid and a controller for controlling flow of
clectric current through said coil to vary said magnetic field.

5. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 4 wherein said means
for varying the viscosity of said fluid further comprises at
least one occupant condition sensor operative to sense an
occupant condition and to provide a first output signal, and
a controller for recerving said first output signal and for 1n
response controlling said magnetic field to control the resis-
tance to movement of said first steering column part relative
to said second steering column part.

6. An apparatus as set forth i claim 1 wherein:

saild energy absorbing device includes a chamber contain-

ing said fluid;

said first steering column part comprises a member mov-

able through said chamber upon movement of said first
steering column part relative to said second steering
column part; and

said orifice comprises an opening in saild movable mem-

ber through which fluid flows upon movement of said
movable member through said chamber.

7. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 6 wherein said means
for varying the viscosity of said fluid comprises a device for
generating a magnetic field acting on said fluid, and wherein
said fluid 1s an magneto-rheological fluid whose viscosity
varies 1n response to a change 1n said magnetic field acting
on said fluid.

8. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 7 wherein said means
for varying the viscosity of said fluid further comprises at

least one occupant condition sensor operative to sense an
occupant condition and to provide a first output signal, and
a controller for recerving said first output signal and for in
response controlling said magnetic field to control the resis-
tance to movement of said piston 1n said cylinder.

9. An apparatus as set forth in claim 1 wherein said
chamber 15 a cylinder and said movable member 1s a piston
slidable 1n said cylinder.

10. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 9 wherein said first
steering column part terminates 1 said piston.

11. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 9 wherein said first
steering column part extends past said piston.

12. An apparatus as set forth in claiam 1 wherem said
means for varying the wviscosity of the fluid varies the
viscosity of said fluid while said first and second steering
column parts are moving relatively.

13. An apparatus for supporting a steering wheel of a
vehicle, said apparatus comprising:

a first steering column part;
a second steering column part;

supporting structure supporting said first steering column
part and the vehicle steering wheel for movement
relative to said second steering column part; and

an energy absorbing device mterposed between said first

steering column part and said second steering column

part for resisting movement of said first steering col-

umn part relative to said second steering column part,

said energy absorbing device comprising:

a fluid having a viscosity which varies in response to an
energy lield acting on said fluid;

at least one orifice through which said fluid flows upon
movement of said first steering column part relative
to said second steering column part; and
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means for varying the viscosity of said fluid to vary the
rate of tlow of said fluid through said at least one
orifice and thereby to vary the resistance to move-
ment of said first steering column part relative to said
second steering column part;

said means for varying the viscosity of said fluid further
comprising at least one occupant condition sensor
operative to sense an occupant condition and to
provide a first output signal, and a controller for
receiving said first output signal and for controlling
the resistance to movement of said first steering
column part relative to said second steering column

part 1n response to said first output signal.
14. An apparatus as set forth in claim 13 wheremn said
means for varying the viscosity of said fluid comprises a

10

3

device for generating a magnetic field, and wherein said
fluid 1s an magneto-rheological fluid whose viscosity varies
in response to a change 1n said magnetic field.

15. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 14 wherein said
device for generating a magnetic field comprises a coil
extending around said fluid and wherein said controller
controls flow of electric current through said coil to vary said
magnetic field.

16. An apparatus as set forth 1n claim 13 wherein said
means for varying the viscosity of said fluid comprises a
device for generating an electric field, and wherein said fluid
1s an electrorheological fluid whose viscosity varies in
response to a change 1n said electric field.
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